The Materiality and Intangibility of Supply and Consumption in Global Markets
In recent decades, in global markets, 'intangible aspects' of supplies have been identified as determinants in the buying behaviour of many products (Brondoni, 2000 (Brondoni, -2001 . As a matter of fact, for many product classes the material component of supplies tends to conform to common standards (the degreasing power of the molecules in most detergents on the market is similar, because the chemical components of the products are similar -or identical) while the distinctive factors of supply are concentrated in less material aspects like the design of the package (look, colour, etc.) and the brand. Take the example of a computer, a cell phone, a lamp, a watch or a pen. For each of these product types, the material aspects are substantially similar, where they are not identical, for products from different brands. What does distinguish the various supplies is the system of intangibles (brand, design, distribution system, etc.) .
The over-abundance of goods on offer and the basic condition of saturation of the consumption needs of the public is a feature of many over-supplied markets, where the purchasing and consumption process is guided not so much by the need for a product but rather by the desire to possess a specific product. In developed countries, the motivation that persuades a person to purchase a new pair of jeans normally is not linked to the elementary function of the trousers, i.e. to cover and protect, but rather to the desire to own a specific pair of jeans of a particular colour, a certain cut and/or a given brand. This is equally true for foods, clothing accessories, cars, cell phones, and so on. A general and widespread focus on the immaterial components of supply is established in supply systems and consumer choices in which the offering companies have focused the differentiation of their products.
The immaterial component is therefore an increasingly exploitable aspect of product characterisation, whereas the immaterial component that guides alternative choices and appreciation by the public is less fungible. For companies, the choice of the types of immaterial components to associate with their products or base them on, and the means of marketing the products themselves, becomes decisive.
The exploitability of the material components of supply underlines the significance of the immaterial components and the immaterial connotation of much consumption. The gradual 'detachment' from the material component brings to the forefront immaterial aspects of consumption like the situation, the environment, etc.. These shift attention from the simple content of the product to the way it is consumed, radically modifying the priorities for companies in their management of relations with the market. What counts, for example, is less the food we eat (although it must be good, with a chain that guarantees the quality and genuineness of the production process according to set parameters) than the context and means where we consume it: the eating place, the type of service, the environment (the room and its characteristics, garden, terrace, temperature, noise/silence, ambient smells), ease and serenity of access (parking, security for the car, personal security, child care, etc.). We can eat the same dish anywhere, so the difference must lie in the immaterial conditions, which distinguish between similar forms of consumption.
The competitive capabilities of manufacturing and commercial companies therefore shift from the simple delivery of material products to the suitable combination of material and immaterial factors, creating supply systems characterised by competitive customer value, i.e. a value perceived by the clientele that is higher than that of competing supplies (Riboldazzi 2005) .
As a result, the place and manner of purchasing and consumption must also be seen as components of the supply system, helping to define a product for both its material and its immaterial aspects. The purchasing and consumption experience therefore enhances the immaterial consumption that develops in a region, with positive or negative repercussions for the population.
Purchasing Locations and Intangible Consumption
Where the processes of purchasing and immaterial consumption are concerned, cities tend to offer a concentration of numerous heterogeneous opportunities for consumption that may be defined at very different levels of quality.
Physical sales outlets like shops and all the traditional retail outlets (boutiques, department stores, self-service stores, supermarkets, hypermarkets, category killers, discount stores, flagship stores, natural shopping centres, shopping centres, etc.) are now joined by virtual marketplaces where endless types of goods can be purchased with no direct contact with the corporate supply, right up to collection or delivery. These include the well-known sites of EPrice, Amazon, CDnow (Hoffman D. L. Novak T. P. 2000), etc. All these physical or virtual locations allow contact between the seller and the purchaser, who are thus given access to broad communities of individuals, meeting and relating with them in different ways (Brynjolfsson E. Smith M.D. 2000) .
The same products can be sold and purchased in both types of location, whereas the immaterial aspects of consumption associated with these commercial processes are different and heterogeneous from one location to another. This underlines the substantial exploitability of the material component of supply and consumption, and the significance of the immaterial component as part of the purchasing and the consumption experience. White and brown home appliances, food, books, films, music, clothing and services can all be purchased in both types of location and, as a whole, the same identical products are accessible in nearly all these locations, but the context and system of the immaterial factors that distinguish the purchasing and/or consumption processes that could arise are different: transfers, car parks, child care, noise, smell, crowding, rest areas, means of payment, transport and delivery of purchases, etc.
Shopping Centres as Venues for the Physical Concentration of Customers
Shopping centres draw together different commercial activities in a context designed to foster consumption and comparisons between alternative products. They have evolved from the traditional local markets and are located in places that favour the encounter between demand and supply. Cities have set aside specific areas and structures to host, organise and simplify the sale and consumption processes, and to control the operators that go there. For example, the bazars found in all the main cities of the Middle East and North Africa, like those in Istanbul, Damascus, Aleppo, etc. all complete with roofs, walls, doors, and opening and closing times, where different types of product coexist (perishable goods, capital assets, clothing, furnishings, jewellery, catering and personal care, etc.), with common services like cleaning and surveillance. The urbanisation that has taken place in numerous cities around the world since the start of the last century, has resulted in growing concentrations of people in urban contexts, drawn by the job opportunities guaranteed by the presence of manufacturing activities (Merts J. E. 1949) . The concentration of the demand for various types of goods and services has driven targeted investment to concentrate in natural and purpose-built locations even the commercial activities that previously occupied specific streets and districts of the towns (high streets or natural urban shopping precincts) and then chose to occupy places expressly designed for commercial activities. These were initially in towns (purpose-built urban shopping centres) but then, as towns expanded, so did their attraction over their peripheral area, and driven by the rising cost per square metre in urban areas, the shopping precincts spread to the suburbs of the world's major cities (purpose-built peripheral and out-of-town shopping centres) (Cohen L. 1996; Judd D. R. 1995) .
Of course, these types of shopping centres differ for numerous material and immaterial characteristics (size, access, security, environmental/climatic conditions, accessory services, etc.) which, in general terms, stem from the different origins of the various shopping centres. Natural urban shopping centres develop in or close to the town centre, out of the vicinity of various commercial activities that have developed in specific streets characterised by the presence of traffic, i.e. the frequent transit of potential customers. In time, in several cases, establishments in natural urban shopping precincts have joined together to try to coordinate services that are shared by all the shops, for example, street cleaning, lighting, Christmas lights, etc., as some of the world's main shopping streets have already done.
These centres have been joined by purpose-built shopping centres, where a promoter invests in a property development destined to collect a variety of commercial enterprises, according to assortment criteria designed to create a complex supply system that can attract numerous subjects. Shopping centres are often created around an anchor store that represents the main attraction for the clientele. Shopping centres often have a supermarket as their anchor, but a growing number of themed centres are developing, addressing specific market targets, where the anchor may be a multiplex cinema, entertainment or fitness facilities, plus, obviously, a significant number of catering establishments, for example Disneyland, Gardaland, Amsterdam Arena (Markerink, Santini 2004), etc..
On the whole, these centres are built in covered complexes with common services for participating businesses and the clientele: car parks, logistic facilities such as loading and unloading bays, warehouses, lifts, heating and air conditioning, cleaning, security, bathrooms, children's entertainment, etc. (Gruen V. 1943; Bernard J. F., Sagalyn L. B. 1989) . However there are also outdoor retail parks, with a number of connected structures that form a sort of small town, with streets, squares, controlled access, security, etc., usually located out of town (Pleskach J. S. 1974; Rubenstein H. M. 1992) . This is often the format chosen by Factory Outlets, where a number of different manufacturers market remainders, returned goods, experimental lines and excess output by their brand in their own stores.
Purpose-built shopping centres also include the stores and eating places incorporated into the waiting and rest areas of the transport and road network. Today, service stations on motorways, railway stations, airports, etc. all over the world are important concentrations of commercial activities, and the eating places that were traditionally the main attraction of these places are rapidly becoming a less important element of their turnover. 
it).
These commercial and social structures established in travelling places (stations and highways) respect logics that are very similar and in some ways complementary to those of 'traditional' purpose-built shopping centres. Like the latter, they are built in locations with very high potential people traffic (such as the world's airports). However, people in transit are usually not in these locations so much to purchase as to travel, but they have time to spare, imposed by the transport system (connections, delays, etc.) and this can be dedicated to rest or to more profitable (for the commercial enterprises) and entertaining moments of recreation and shopping. This has led to a gradual evolution of transit structures from 'waiting' areas (with easy to reach waiting rooms positioned close to the departure areas of buses, ferries, trains and aircraft) to 'purchasing and consumption' areas, eliminating the waiting rooms altogether, or disseminating them among endless commercial proposals for all tastes and all pockets.
Shopping centres, whether high streets or purpose-built, share the goal of attracting clients in order to generate selling conditions for the stores in the centre. The related services can therefore be seen as immaterial factors of the complex supply system created to attract the public. The significance of the immaterial factors in the purchasing and consumption process potentially increases the role of shopping centres in the development of the town enormously, and in large cities in particular. The traditional social meeting places that caused cities to grow (in terms of covered area, population and wealth produced and consumed) and typically originated from a mixture of economic and religious activities (the main square, commercial and religious life, and the high street), are now tending to be replaced to a large extent by shopping centres. Consumption, and the purchasing activity that precedes it, tends to become crucial in global markets, while purchasing and consumption centres, like shopping centres, become the economic and social meeting places. But what is significant in these places is not so much the material aspect of the products available that can be enjoyed there, but the system of immaterial factors that characterises the consumption experience. This is linked to both the immaterial component of supply (for example, the presence of well-known brands) and the immaterial content of a specific type of supply (access to a cinema, a spa, fitness centres, recreation and social areas like food halls).
Naturally, the assortment of products in a shopping centre is the result of numerous factors; first of all the commercial catchment basin, its economic characteristics (spending capacity of the population, average age, culture, capacity for movement, commercial density, local infrastructure, etc.), but also the growth potential that it can guarantee to a specific area in economic, social and cultural terms. Any project to create a shopping centre and the choice of the mix of stores and social facilities, must be able to predict how the town and its surrounding territory will evolve, and to plan the type of development that it intends to guarantee in a specific territory in relation to the surrounding areas. This means defining in advance the level of consumption that a given area can support, and understanding the level of qualitative development (normally associated with economic development and greater commercial and cultural wealth in the area itself) that may be reached, and when, by a given region, in order to understand the best type of investment and the characteristics of the economic return that it will generate. 
□

Virtual Marketplaces and Clientele Aggregation
However, in global marketplaces, purchasing and consumption are not limited to a traditional 'physical' form as they are in shopping centres, but can take place in virtual locations, which have attracted and maintained contacts with a very high number of clients and visitors in the last thirty years. The first virtual purchasing and consumption 'locations' developed in the form of virtual marketplaces, where sellers and customers can meet to buy and sell, both with the mechanism of the traditional fixed price, and with various forms of auction (ascending, descending, etc.) (Reinartz 2002) . One well-known global example is E-bay, the online auction site where it is possible to buy and sell practically everything, new and second-hand, at any price level. In addition to these forms of encounter between supply and demand (many of which have developed in the context of B2B markets), other virtual 'locations' have evolved as proper e-commerce sites. The first forms of online purchases were those created by manufacturing companies which, after having opened an internet site to present their activities, tried to extend their conventional selling channels (singlebrand stores, boutiques, retail chains, etc.) to the electronic channel, creating online shop windows and developing e-commerce portals to manage new and different ways of relating with their customers.
Management of customer relations was also exploited by other companies that preferred online trading, developing relations with selected suppliers and promoting products through a pool of customers who are registered on the site and interested in specific types of products and economic conditions. This latter type of marketplace corresponds in many ways with the traditional shopping centre, albeit with a number of different elements. However it certainly contributes to the development of immaterial consumption, starting from immaterial mechanisms to purchase and pay for goods, with significant repercussions for the towns served.
The business formula on which the online trading sites are based, is the capacity to establish relations with specific suppliers (usually manufacturers of products with brands that are familiar in different commodity classes such as high-tech, clothing, accessories, etc.), to negotiate advantageous supply conditions, and thus to promote brand products among its clients. These normally coincide with a self-selected public, who register with specific internet sites. In particular, the advantages provided by these sites are the offer of products at large discounts (even as much as 70% on the market price) and delivery of the customer's purchases to his home or to specific collection points.
In other words, it is a question of managing the combination between the system of relations with suppliers and that with the clientele, designing combinations of products that can attract customers, stimulating them to purchase and to return frequently to the site. On the supply relations front, these companies establish monopolistic relations based on companies, brands and products, agreeing lots of a specific size that the supplier undertakes to hold in its own warehouses for a finite period of time, usually very short (often less than a week). They normally refer to manufacturing lines created specifically, not destined to traditional selling channels, or to products from a previous collection that are no longer present (or no longer crucial) in the assortment of the traditional channels. In view of these conditions it is still possible, for a set period of time, to guarantee clients a high percentage discount compared to similar products sold through the traditional physical channel. On the other hand, when he is aware of the site and its potential advantages, a customer registers and provides the trader with the first profiling elements (elementary socioeconomic-demographic data). He thus enters the 'community' and can surf the site looking for purchasing offers and proposals whenever he wants, as well as receiving information about offers and novelties by email. Naturally, the customer's profile created by the trader is backed up by all the information that the customer himself transmits as he navigates the site with his own user ID, making purchases. The wealth of information that is generated enables the trader to define his assortment, the geographical area to cover, the prices to propose, and the type of communication to undertake, in other words the demand bubbles to create (Corniani 2002) .
□ 'Such a system creates value for a business as a consequence of the value it delivers to users -personalised purchase recommendations, connections between buyers and sellers of hard-to-find items, new personal or business relationships, lower prices, membership in a community, entertainment, information of all kinds.' (Cook 2008, 63).
On the other hand, for the trader, the large number of people registered with the site represent not only a known pool of potential customers who can be reached at no cost, but also a product to sell to supplier companies, in other words, a key factor in the negotiation process to obtain exclusives, discounts and supply conditions. However, not all the online trading sites adopt the same business formula. Some chose the association form, for which free registration is necessary in order to access information about the advantageous conditions of the site; others offer free consultation to everyone and only require intending purchasers to register. In the first case, in particular, access by registration prevents the information present in the site from being analysed and quoted by search engines, making it possible to defend two parallel markets: the familiar market of traditional offers at 'market' prices, and the online market, with advantageous discounts and conditions, which is only open to those who register. In the case of trading sites open to all, the information on the site is also recorded by search engines and this therefore induces strong competition between alternative sites which, nonetheless, do offer advantageous economic conditions compared to conventional purchasing.
The online selling system created by the trading sites mentioned above can naturally be developed on a global scale (as Amazon, CDnow and numerous other sites do), in other words, regardless of the physical geographical location of suppliers and users/customers. This is made possible by a product supply system (publishers, bookshops and individuals) and logistic services that extend all over the world. However, numerous trading sites choose to concentrate on a specific area, i.e. with targeted supply relations and contacts with the clientele that are not found in other countries around the world. This is the case with sites like Eprice, Privalia, Yooks, Vente Privée and numerous others which, although virtual, have a very close link with the area they serve. The repercussions of this trading formula for the territory are therefore local and circumscribed and it is significant to include them among the structures that generate immaterial consumption and whose effects can be felt in the towns. In particular, the business formula of these trading structures is often based on the absence of warehouses and the ability to manage the relationship between supplier and customer, avoiding the transfer of ownership and the physical presence of the goods in the hands of the trader. However, even in Amazon's case, competitive pressure on delivery times and guaranteed respect of specifications and deadlines has induced many traders to choose a mixed solution, setting up a few warehouses and purchasing lots from suppliers in order to guarantee larger margins for manoeuvre when fixing prices and the validity of offer conditions. There is evidence that this logistic choice has further strengthened the link between the trading site and the area served.
The link between many of these sites and the area is still stronger because it is linked to the recognition of the brands sold and their ability to attract customers. So in order to interest particular parties in purchasing a product from a given brand, the manufacturing company must have been able to establish its offer with those parties. This is achieved with the presence of brand products in traditional selling channels (the shop windows of stores that are fashionable or with high traffic) or in the main vehicles of corporate communication (advertising, publicity, etc.) , provided the potential clientele is familiar with the 'market' price in order to appreciate the advantage of purchasing at a discount online. A connection between online trading sites and traditional sales outlets (specialists, flagship stores, etc.) is therefore essential to boost the value of the online offers and it obviously links the trading sites with specific local areas, in particular with central areas that affirm brand awareness and image, like the high commercial density systems of large cities. Euro/billion: United Kingdom 69.4, France 31, Germany 25.3, Netherlands 8.2, Spain 7.3 and Italy 6.6 (Fevad. www.fevad.fr) .
□ A European study quotes the following online sales by country in 2010 in
The pervasiveness of the offer represented by e-commerce sites and their link with the area are increasingly significant in global markets, but the main effects of their business can be seen in large cities, where the highest quantities of goods handled and people served are concentrated. Deliveries of goods purchased online are an essential aspect adopted by customers to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of the entire e-commerce process (Collier, Bienstock 2006) . The majority of these sites are located where the commercial density is highest, with the availability of innovative, convenient purchasing and consumption services, prompting the complex system of players present in the region to increase the immaterial aspects of their products.
Emerging Issues
Shopping centres that combine purchases and consumption therefore tend to have a considerable impact on the towns where they are located, from numerous viewpoints, some strictly material that can be verified and measured immediately, and others less material whose effects will only be verified in time.
With regard to the former aspect, i.e. those most strictly material, 'physical' and virtual shopping centres both generate flows of goods and people, both with reference to the logistic entry system, i.e. related to the supply system, and with regard to selling processes, therefore in relations with customers. For a physical shopping centre, but in part also for a virtual retailer, the choice of a specific geographical location determines a basin of potential demand, with a purchasing and consumption capacity that is clearly defined in quantitative and qualitative terms. But this potential clientele is the condition that determines the best assortment. The clientele is therefore judge and cause of the assortments chosen by the companies, where assortment refers to the overall sum of products that each one of the many firms operating in the area intends to propose. In the case of virtual traders, the assortment is the sum of product ranges handled by each site, while in the case of town centre and purpose-built shopping centres, they identify the mix of shops located in the shopping centre with their specific assortment of brands. The clientele that can be reached by the location of a given shopping centre, or the opening of an Internet site to serve specific geographical areas, is therefore the framework parameter for the business and it is what the operator of a virtual trading site or a physical shopping centre can sell to his suppliers.
Of course, the clientele of a given region is exposed to the commercial stimuli of all the physical or virtual shopping centres that exist in that region, and the competition system and commercial density of the area have a great deal of influence on the tenant mix of each shopping centre.
On the other hand, the intangible, or less tangible, aspects of the impact of the physical and virtual shopping centres in a region are more or less easily measured in the short term. But they are also very significant, with effects that tend to extend in the medium-long term. The immaterial component of purchase and consumption does not vanish at the moment of the purchase or consumption, but tends to trigger a contagious effect that stimulates new offers and prepares the public for new and more complex forms of consumption. In other words a habit is created and a taste for a particular immaterial aspect of consumption, which tends to recall and demand new immaterial elements and to increase the very immateriality of consumption.
When it is no longer the material components of the product that determine the purchase of a car, but immaterial components like the brand, before-sales relations, design, the warranty, maintenance and other after-sales services, etc., this underlines the substantial fungibility of the material components of the product, and the significance and unique nature of the various immaterial aspects. The public therefore learns to appreciate the immaterial alternatives of the products on the market and expects explicit investments in this direction from the system of salesmen, naturally taking for granted the qualitative and material factors of the tangible component of the product. The competitive system of production and sale must therefore be able to offer products that are increasingly standardised, personalising their immaterial components. In doing so, they must succeed in achieving economies in relation to both the material and the immaterial factors of their products.
Through the immaterial factors of supply, physical and virtual shopping centres attract and concentrate the public and develop relations that tend to last longer in time. Investment in this relationship depends on companies' ability to create competitive customer value for its own clientele, investing in immaterial competitive relationship factors. Where the product is concerned, it become essential to be present where the purchasing and 'traffic' processes concentrate, with competitive offers in a system where the competitive comparison is strengthened or reduced to a system. It is imperative to achieve economies of scale on the tangible product component, whether intrinsic to the product or related to the peculiar characteristics of the purchasing and consumption process. With regard to the final demand for consumption, the new models of aggregation favour the search for information and highlight the distinctive factors of the various solutions available, while the habits of the consumption processes change, being concentrated in physical or virtual spaces rather than on specific brands or offers. This therefore generates a substantial shift in loyalty from the brand to the 'brand site' that refers to both specific physical locations like shopping centres, outlets, etc. and to virtual locations like virtual marketplaces where the clientele develops the habit of surfing in search of interesting product solutions, because over time he has tested the value of the immaterial system that surrounds the material supply.
Particularly in the case of virtual marketplaces, the potential to concentrate supply and demand makes it possible to strengthen economies of scale, in supply relations and the management of customer relations, increasing the competitiveness of a supply system. On the other hand, this boosts the system of contacts with the public, increasing the client profiling systems, accentuating the two-way relations between supply and demand according to a model that influences customer satisfaction and customer loyalty to the 'brand site', minimising maintenance and relationship management costs.
Physical and virtual shopping centres therefore become the centre of immaterial consumption and set the level of this consumption, choosing the mix of immaterial factors to offer on the basis of a two-way relationship that informs and shapes the market, to acquire capabilities and needs that evolve and develop thanks to the presence of competitive products. So it is increasingly the corporate products that address the immateriality of consumption and establish the type of development that a city may pursue, according to a principle by which there is no limit to the development of the material component of consumption, above all in the competitive action and reaction that is generated between companies in situations of high commercial intensity like those of large cities. In this sense, we can grasp the principle of the long-term effect that the immaterial component of supply is able to generate, fuelling immaterial consumption that evolves and grows thanks to the presence of alternatives that form the humus for the development of large cities and the consumption that can take place there.
